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Providence, Tuesday, 20th July, 1858.

My Beloved and Worthy Son :

The present hour, I have received your letter, dated " Minneapolis,

July 9th, 1858." I was deeply affected by the following paragraph :

" I attended a lecture, preceding evening prayers, at the College,*' by
Rev. Dr. Squiers ; the subject of which was the necessity of moral evil

;

the vexed question—in which he maintained, or endeavored to main-
tain, with much inconsistent reasoning, That moral evil is a necessary

consequence of the existence of a moral system. He said, ' The nature

of intelligence is free-will.' I asked him, afterwards, if it was indepen-

dent will ? He could not get along very well with that question.

—

I was amused, that I should come so directly in contact with one of the

greatest champions of views so opposite to those, which I have sought

to defend.''—On this subject, God has instructed and enabled you to

defend the truth before many witnesses, on your application to be a

candidate for the Christian ministry, until your recent dismission from
the church and parish in Shrewsbury. You have, not only defended

the truth on this subject, but have endured with patience and bold-

ness, a severe trial of your faith and hope, in your person and family,

for the name, kingdom and glory of the Lord Jesus Christ.

God be praised, that it has been given to you, " In nothing terri-

fied by your adversaries ;
—which is to you an evident token of salva-

tion ; and that of God ; in the behalf of Christ, not only to believe on
Him, but also to suffer for His sake ; having the same conflict, which you

saw in me ; and now hear to be in me.''''

Even until this day, the question is yet to be decided, in New-Eng-
land, whether God shall be approved, or condemned, for his supreme

and holy purpose and agency in the existence of Moral Evil ; and for the

truth, glory and blessedness of his eternal kingdom. Having this day

committed to the printing-press a sermon on The Perfection of God in

the Imperfection of his People, I received your precious letter, with pe-

culiar gratitude for the truth of God in your behalf. I can not do

otherwise than prefix your name to the Sermon, which will soon be

published against the popular and prevalent ignorance and error and

folly, which God will cause to manifest his wisdom, holiness and sov-

ereignty in the existence of evil.

With confidence in God, as He shows himself in his works and
wonders of judgment and mercy ; and reveals His Triune Existence,

Nature and Name ;—Father, Son and Spirit,

I am, my dear Son, with esteem and affection,

Your father and friend,

THOMAS WILLIAMS.
Nathan Witteb Williams.

*Beloit, Wisconsin.
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SERMON.
" O Lord, why hast thou made xis to err from thy ways ; and hardened our

heart from thy fear?"

—

Isaiah, lxviii. : 17.

All mankind have, by nature, the same moral character. They are

wholly depraved and sinful, in their affections and actions. Those per-

sons, whom God renews, are very imperfect in the present life. Their

imperfection consists in unholy affections. How greatly evil affections

may prevail, in the people of God, can not be decided with any degree

of accuracy. Every pious person is liable to depart from God and
leave his first love. For such wickedness God often complains of his

people ; and they often complain of themselves. The evils, which the

people of God bring on themselves, by the withdrawment of their af-

fections from him, are very many and very hateful. In view of their

spiritual declensions, they are surprised at their unfaithful conduct and
their unhappy condition. And they are disposed to inquire, why they

should be guilty of such evil conduct. The words of our text are a

natural and proper expression of their feelings, when they are rightly

affected by their declensions. They are then disposed to say unto God,
" O Lord, why hast thou made us to err from thy ways ; and hardened

our heart from thy fear ?" These words place before us the following

sentiment : When pious persons are rightly affected by their declen-

sions, they will inquire of God, why they are caused to decline from

him.

To illustrate this sentiment, it is proposed,

I. To show when the people of God may be said to decline from
him.

Of their declension the words of our text are a striking description.

In their declension, they err from the ways of God ; and harden their

hearts from his fear. It may then be observed,

1 . The people of God decline from him, whenever they externally

depart from the duties of religion. In the constant and cheerful per-

formance of these duties, God requires his people to live near to him.

While they obey his requirements, they are entitled, by his promises,

to his special presence and favor. But when they become unwatchful
and inconstant, in the external performance of religious duties, they

decline from God. They then err from his ways and enter such paths

as he has forbidden. If they neglect to seek God in retired devotion
;

if they neglect to examine their outward conduct and inward feelings

;
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if they neglect the prayerful study of the scriptures ; if they neglect

the devout observance 'of the Sabbath ; if they neglect the peculiar

duties, which they owe their Christian brethren ; if they neglect the

publick worship of God and his special ordinances ; they do visibly and

evidently decline from him. For in these duties they are required to

seek, to serve and honor God ; to instruct, strengthen and edify their

brethren ; and to promote their own spiritual interests and enjoyments.

In the constant and faithful performance of religious duties, they walk

in the ways of God and keep their hearts in his fear. But when they

depart from the publick, private, or secret duties of religion, they de-

cline from God.
2. Pious persons are in a state of declension, whenever they in-

ternally depart from the divine commands. They may be constant,

in the outward performance of religious duties, while their hearts

are destitute of holy affections. In such a state they are far from

God, however they may draw, nigh to him with their lips and honor
him with their mouths. Christians are apt to fall into a lukewarm
and formal attendance on religious duties. While they have not out-

wardly departed from God, they may have insensibly backsliden from
him in their hearts and be destitute of his fear. As they decline in

the exercise of holy affections, they become less sensible of their con-

dition. In this way they may fall into a deep sleep and be in a state

of dangerous declension, while they have not visibly erred from the

ways of God. But whatever may be their outward appearance and
external performances, Christians are in a state of sinful and danger-

ous declension from God, if they have withdrawn their affections from
him ; and if his fear be not in their hearts.

3. The people of God have greatly declined from him, when their

hearts are hardened by the prevalence of evil affections. The apostle

says to Christians, " Take heed, brethren, lest there be in any of you
an evil heart of unbelief, in departing from the living God. But ex-

hort one another daily, while it is called to-day ; lest any of you be

hardened through the deceitfulness of sin." When Christians out-

wardly neglect religious duties and inwardly depart from God, they

turn to worldly objects, pursue their selfish interests and harden their

hearts against the truth, by the exercise of sinful affections. In such

a condition, their iniquities separate between God and their souls.

—

When God is provoked, by their sins, to withdraw his gracious pres-

ence from his people, they lose a sight of his glory and a sense of their

duty. They are then easily overcome by temptation ; and blinded and
hardened by the indulgence of unholy affections. As their consciences

become stupified by their prevailing iniquities, they attempt to excuse
their offences and to justify their unwatchful and unfaithful conduct.
In such a state of very sinful declension, they have greatly erred from
the ways of God and hardened their hearts from his fear.

II. It is proposed to show, when the people of God are rightly af-

fected by their declensions. Until they are so affected, their conduct
continually becomes more sinful ; and their condition more dangerous.
They ought to be affected by the smallest departure from God ; and
to be alarmed at the very beginning and appearance of their declen-
sions. lint when their hearts are hardened from the fear of God, it is



very difficult to produce, in his people, a proper sight and sense of

their sinful condition. Yet, whenever they are rightly affected by
their declensions, it may be observed,

1. They are sensible, that they ought always to have served God
with all their hearts. As God is a being of infinite perfection and
glory, he is to be loved with supreme affection by every rational crea-

ture. Neither in the law, nor in the gospel, does God require less of

mankind than supreme love and perfect obedience. Though the im-

penitent are very insensible of their obligations to their Creator, when
any persons truly repent, they know the law, which they have trans-

gressed, is holy, just and good. And they are disposed, in every thing,

to make the will of God the rule of their conduct. They can adopt the

words of the Psalmist, who says to God, "With my whole heart have I

sought thee ; O let me not wander from thy commandments." While
they maintain a faithful and watchful spirit, they resist every tempta-

tion and keep their hearts with all diligence. But as they decline

from God, they lose a lively and tender sense of their duty and are

disposed to palliate and excuse their conduct. This disposition con-

tinues, until their hearts are humbled ; and they are restored from ev-

ery evil and false way. Then they discern the purity, perfection and
extent of the divine commands. They perceive that they never ought,

in any affection, or action, to have turned from God ; but that they

ought, in all their ways and concerns, to have loved and served him
with a perfect heart.

2. When Christians are rightly affected by their declensions, they

are deeply sensible of the wickedness of their conduct. They have

received great and special mercies from God ; and they have found the

highest enjoyment in obedience to his requirements. When they have

been faithful and obedient, they have pleased and honored God and
been useful to their fellow-creatures. When they decline from his

ways, they wound their own souls, injure their Christian brethren,

harden sinners in their impenitence and unbelief and grieve and pro-

voke their Creator. These evil and bitter effects of declensions must
be charged to their inexcusable wickedness. When they are rightly af-

fected by their backslidings, they have a clear sight and deep sense of

their blindness, folly and madness, in turning from God and walking
after vain things. In view of such wickedness God says, " Be aston-

ished, O ye heavens, at this and be horribly afraid; be ye very deso-

late. For my people have committed two evils; they have forsaken

me, the fountain of living waters ; and hewed them out cisterns, bro-

ken cisterns, that can hold no water." Again he says, " Thine own
wickedness shall correct thee and thy backslidings shall reprove thee

:

know therefore and see, that it is an evil thing and bitter, that thou
hast forsaken the Lord thy God and that my fear is not in thee, saith

the Lord God of hosts." When the people of God have proper affec-

tions, in view of their declensions from him, they lament the folly and
wickedness of their conduct.

3. When pious persons are rightly affected by their declensions,

they look to God to restore their souls. With proper affections, in view
of their past offences, they will return to God for forgiveness, with an
humble confession for their sins and earnest desires for his restoring
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mercies. Though they may greatly suffer for their declensions, they

never truly turn to God, until they are humble and penitent. However
they may be affected by their sinful conduct, they are never rightly af-

fected, until they repent and do their first works. When David had
sinned and was rightly affected by his sin and guilt, he called upon
God for the pardon of his offences, for the renewed exercise of holy

affections and the consolations and enjoyments of his salvation. In

our context, the people of God, in view of their declensions, call upon
him in the most affecting entreaties. They say, " Look down from
heaven and behold from the habitation of thy holiness and of thy glo-

ry : where is thy zeal and thy strength, . the sounding of thy bowels

and of thy mereies towards me ? are they restrained?" In the same
manner the people of God will look to him to heal and restore their

souls, whenever they are properly affected by their declensions.

III. It is proposed to show why saints, in the exercise of proper

affections, are disposed to inquire of God the reasons of their declen-

sion from him. In our text his people inquire of God, why they were

made to err from his ways and to harden their hearts from his fear.

—

They have often imagined, that they never could depart from God ;

and they are convinced, that they can offer no good reason for their

sinful conduct. So great are the sins and so evil the effects of their

declensions, that they often wonder why such an event should ever

exist. And they are disposed to inquire of God the reasons of an
event, which is, in itself, so sinful and unhappy. But why do they

inquire of God the reasons of their declension ? To this question it may
be answered,

1. They are sensible, that it is, through his supreme agency, they

are brought into a state of declension. This is plainly implied in our
text :

" O Lord, why hast thou made us to err from thy ways ; and
hardened our heart from thy fear?" This question implies, that their

own sinful conduct is an effect of divine agency. This sentiment agrees

with what is written, throughout the scriptures, on this subject. If

the declensions of his people might exist without the design and agen-

cy of God, we might conclude their revivals and restorations might
exist without his design and influence. We should then be plunged
into total darkness, respecting the divine government of the affections

and actions of human beings. Nor could we, with any propriety, or

in any respect, inquire of God the reasons of human conduct. For in

the conduct of human beings, he would then have no concern ; and he
would be able to give no reasons for their moral conduct and state.

—

But if it be true, that God governs the conduct of human beings ; and
if his people believe, that his agency is constantly concerned in their

affections and actions ; then they may, with propriety, inquire of him
the reasons of their declensions. And when they are properly affected

by their sinful conduct, which is, in itself, total darkness, they will be
disposed to look unto God and inquire the reasons of his conduct in

their declensions from his service and favor.

-. The people of God are persuaded, that he has, for their declen-

sions, the wisest and best reasons. Though they can give no good
reason for their conduct, in their departures from God

;
yet they are

persundrr^ that it is, in his perfect wisdom and goodness, he causes



their declensions. God ! can not be indifferent respecting the moral
character and conduct of his creatures. Nor could they ever be mor-
ally imperfect, without some design, which arises from the perfection

of his wisdom and goodness. It is very evident, from many events,

which are recorded in the scriptures, that the design and agency of

God have been most wise and holy in such instances, as have shown,
in the highest degree, the folly and wickedness of human beings. The
wisdom and goodness of God were manifest, in sending Joseph into

Egypt ; while the folly and wickedness of his brethren were very man-
ifest in the same event. Divine goodness and human wickedness, di-

vine wisdom and human folly were exercised and displayed in the de-

struction of Pharaoh, of Absalom and Haman ; in the condemnation
and crucifixion of the Lord Jesus Christ and many other important

and affecting occurrences of divine providence. From the perfections

of the divine character and the history of the divine conduct, the peo-

ple of God are fully persuaded, that he will, in every instance, cause

good to arise from evil, light from darkness and holiness from wicked-
ness, in degrees beyond comparison greater than could have existed,

if he had not designed and caused moral evil to exist. For their de-

clensions, which are, in themselves, so sinful and unhappy, they be-

lieve and know God has the greatest, wisest and best reasons. And
the knowledge of his wisdom and goodness, in their own wickedness

and folly, is exceedingly important and desirable.

3. The reasons of the divine conduct, in their declensions, are the

only source of comfort to saints respecting their wickedness and mise-

ry in departing from God. Sin is the worst and most hateful evil.

For ther own sins saints abhor themselves ; and repent in dust and
ashes. How often and how deeply have they groaned, under the bur-

den and defilement of their iniquity ! When their views have been
cleared and their hearts have been rejoiced, by the presence and favor

of God, they have hoped, that they never shall again depart from him
and lose a sight of his glory and a sense of his truth and grace. Yet
they err from his ways ; and harden their hearts from his fear. And
the effects of their declensions are most evil and bitter. In view of

such declensions, they could never have any comfort, or support, un-

less they believed, that God would accomplish some wise and good
designs, even by their wickedness and folly. While his wisdom is

contrasted with their folly, his goodness with their wickedness and
his glory with their shame, though they sink lower and lower in self-

abhorrence and gelf-abasement, yet their eyes and hearts are turned to

God with confidence and comfort. If they did not believe, that God
had the best reasons for their evil conduct, such are their views and

feelings respecting their guilt and shame, that they would fall into end-

less misery and despair. The Psalmist says, " Innumerable evils have

compassed me about ; mine iniquities have taken hold upon me, so

that I am not able to look up ; they are more than the hairs of my
head ; therefore my heart faileth me." In such a state of dejection

and sorrow, saints would forever remain in view of their sins, unless

they could derive light and comfort from the reasons of the divine con-

duct in their declensions. Therefore they are disposed to say unto

2
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God, "O Lord, why hast thou made us to err from thy ways ; and hard-

ened our hearts from thy fear ?" It is now proposed,

IV. To show why God causes the declensions of his people.

It is not because he delights in the wickedness of their declensions,

For God abhors every sinful affection. And sin, in his own people, is

peculiarly criminal and offensive. Nor does God delight in the evil

effects, which arise from the declensions of his people. These effects

are numerous and extensive ; and most evil and hateful in the sight

of God. Nor do saints decline from God, because he is unable to

maintain, in their hearts, the constant and lively exercise of gracious

affections. He is as able to produce and maintain the exercise of holy

affections in their hearts, while they are in this life, as when they shall

be raised to heaven. He might cause every difficulty and temptation,

which they experience on earth and by which they are often overcome,

to occasion the exercise of greater hatred of wickedness and higher

degrees of holiness.—Why, then, does God cause his people, in this

life, to be so imperfect and so often to fall into spiritual declensions ?

This serious inquiry is addressed to God in the words of our text

;

" O Lord, why hast thou made us to err from thy ways ; and harden-

ed our hearts from thy fear ?" Though we may not be able to discover

all the reasons of the divine conduct, in the declensions of his people,

some of these- reasons are very obvious.

1. One reason of the conduct of God, in the declensions of his peo-

ple, is that they may know what is in their hearts. By their hearts

are now meant those evil affections, which would exist in themselves,

if they were to act, under their trials, from their total enmity against

God. For such is by nature the heart of every human being. And
such is, the heart of Christians, if holy affections be not produced in

their hearts, by the special influence of the Divine Spirit. When this

divine influence is withdrawn, they do always err from the ways of

God; and harden their hearts from his fear. By their declensions they

are taught, experimentally, the deceitfulness and desperate wicked-

ness of their hearts. That they may have this useful knowledge of

themselves, though it be gained by the most sinful and painful expe-

rience, the people of God are caused to fall into their declensions.

This reason is expressly given for the divine conduct respecting Hez-
ekiah's wickedness. It is Avritten, " God left him to try him, that he
might know all, that was in his heart." The same reason was assign-

ed for the trials of the children of Israel, during forty years in the

wilderness. During this period they showed, on various occasions,

the desperate wickedness of the human heart. Moses rehearsed their

rebellions and required that they should remember their numerous
provocations in the wilderness, that they might be humbled and prov-
ed and might know what was in their hearts. And whenever God
withholds his special presence and influence from his people, they de-

cline from his ways and harden their hearts from his fear. They act

according to the pride, folly, vanity, unbelief, selfishness, hypocrisy and
deceitfulness, which by nature belong to the human heart. By their

declensions, which are so evil and bitter, they gain a thorough convic-
tion and a most affecting impression of the plague of their own hearts.

-'. Another reason for the divine conduct, in the declension of his
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people, is to manifest their entire dependence on God for every grac-

ious affection. This important lesson is never learnt, but by the most
painful experience. Mankind, by nature, are wholly unwilling to see,

to feel and confess their entire dependence on God, for every holy and
virtuous affection. Though no doctrine is more plainly taught in the

Bible, or more evident from reason and experience
;
yet no doctrine

is more opposed and denied by mankind, who are, by nature, wholly
selfish, self-righteous and self-sufficient. Though saints, in the day of

their conversion, are ready to confess the greatness of divine power
and the sovereignty of divine grace, in the change of their hearts

;
yet

they are liable to become unmindful of their entire dependence on God
and to trust in themselves. They are apt to place a high degree of

confidence in their present feelings, designs, promises and resolutions.

Nor does it seem possible to teach such creatures their constant and
entire dependence on God, for the exercise of holy affections, but by
repeated trials of their weakness and wickedness. Self-sufficiency is

the most unreasonable and pernicious property of the human heart.

—

To destroy this evil spirit is one great object, which God designs to

accomplish, by his conduct towards his people in the present life. To
effect this great design, he causes his people to err from his ways ; and
hardens their hearts from his fear. In this way they are taught, that

their voluntary exercises are the effect of divine agency ; and that they

are in the hand of God, as clay is in the hand of the potter. And
they are taught and know, that every holy and virtuous affection in

themselves, arises from the sovereign purpose and special grace of

God, " who worketh all things after the counsel of his own will.'' The
people of God are effectually taught, by their declensions, that neither

their obligations, nor their resolutions, nor their engagements, nor di-

vine commands, nor promises, nor threatenings, nor any other motives,

nor means are sufficient to produce one holy and virtuous affection in

their hearts. They learn, that they are not sufficient of themselves to

think any thing as of themselves, but that their sufficiency is of God.

By their declensions, they are taught what they have often professed

and as often disregarded, that without Jesus Christ they can do noth-

ing. Now it is of the highest importance, in respect to the people of

God themselves and all other rational beings, that their entire depen-

dence on the almighty and special influence of the Holy Spirit, for ev-

ery holy affection, should be most clearly manifest. This important

object is perfectly gained by their declensions.

3. God causes the declensions of his people, that he may most clearly

and fully manifest his perfections in their redemption. If they were to

be watchful, faithful and obedient, from the day of their conversion to

the day of their death, the truth and grace, power and wisdom, the faith-

fulness and sovereignty of God would not be so tried and displayed by
the conduct of his people, as' they are now shown by their frequent de-

clensions. But when God spares, restores, forgives, comforts, humbles

and redeems his people, notwithstanding their numerous imperfections

and provocations, he plainly exhibits the exceeding greatness of his

mighty power and the exceeding riches of his grace, in the formation of

the vessels of his mercy for future and endless glory. And he shows,

that it is for his sake and not for their sakes, that he redeems his people
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from sin, shame and sorrow. He might remove his people to heaven the

hour of their conversion ; or maintain, in their hearts, the constant exer-

cise of holy affections, as long as they live on earth. Either . of these

methods would be, in itself, far better than the method, which God
chooses and pursues in the treatment of his people. But he has only

one design, which he has formed for the greatest and brightest exhibition

of his perfections. This design is the redemption of his people. For
the accomplishment of this object, he is willing his people should, gener-

ally, remain a number of years in this state of imperfection, which is, in

itself, exceedingly unhappy and painful. In this state, by their declen-

sion, they most thoroughly try and prove their Creator, Redeemer and

Sanctifier. By his conduct, in respect to the declensions of his people,

God fulfils to every saint what he declared to Moses : "I will make all

my goodness pass before thee ; and I will proclaim the name of the Lord
before thee ; and will be gracious to whom I will be gracious and will

shew mercy on whom I will shew mer.cy." In view of the conduct of

God towards his people and their conduct towards him, they " shall re-

member their own evil ways and their doings, that were not good ; and

shall loath themselves, in their own sight, for their iniquities and their

abominations." To his people God says, " I will establish my covenant

with thee ; and thou shalt know that I am the Lord : that thou mayest

remember and be confounded and never open thy mouth any more because

of thy shame, when I am pacified toward thee for all that thou hast

done." Through the sinful and hateful declensions of his people, God
will most perfectly manifest his glory in their redemption forever. God
has the wisest and best reasons, for his conduct, in the declensions of his

people. When they are rightly affected by their declensions, they will

be disposed to inquire of him, in the sentiment and spirit of our text,

why they are caused to decline from him. The reasons of the divine

conduct in their declensions they will easily understand, when they have
an inquiring and teachable spirit, respecting this painful and pleasant

subject.

IMPROVEMENT.

1. Since God, for good reasons, causes the imperfections of his peo-

ple, nothing is mysterious in the existence of moral evil. Its existence

has often been accounted very mysterious. And it is now supposed by
many persons, that no true account can be given ; either of the cause, or

the reasons of its existence. If it was so, its existence would be truly

a mystery ; and a most painful mystery. But it is probable, that the

existence of moral evil, in no other instance, is more unaccountable than
it is in the declensions of pious persons. Yet it is easy to see both the

cause and the reasons of their imperfection in this life. Nor is it less

easy to see the cause and the reasons of moral evil, in other sinful crea-

tures. Nor is it more difficult to account for the origin, than for the
continuance of moral evil, in the creatures of God. The cause and x-ea-

sons of its existence, in no instance, are more mysterious than the cause
and reasons of the existence of any creature, or of any event. In his

word and by his conduct, God declares and shows, that he made all

things; and that he has made all things for himself; and that he works
all things, after the counsel of his own will. If it can be shown why
God han caused the existence of any creature, or of any event, it can be
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shown why he has caused every creature and every event. He has the

same great and wise and good end, in all his designs and in all his works.

The object, the purpose and the agency of God, in the existence of moral

evil, are as certain and evident, as rational and scriptural, as any doc-

trine, or duty of natural, or revealed religion. God designs and causes

evil to exist, for the glory of his name in the highest perfection of his

kingdom, through the redemption of his people by the Lord Jesus Christ.

To glorify his name, in the formation of his people for the kingdom of

glory, God causes their declensions in this state of trial. The cause and
the reason of their imperfection are no more mysterious, than the causes

and reasons of their redemption. The reasons of their redemption are

so evident, as they are taught in the seriptures and shown by the conduct

of God, that they diffuse the most bright and pleasant light over the

wonders of creation and providence. If the cause and the reasons of the

existence of any creature and event can be known, the cause and the rea-

sons of the existence of moral evil can be known. Since God, for the

wisest and best reasons, causes the imperfection of his people, in this life,

the existence of moral evil is not more mysterious than the existence of

any creature and every creature, of any event and every event.

2. Since God has good reasons for the declensions of his people, they

ought to be willing to be imperfect, as long as they live in this state of

trial. Nothing can be more evil and painful to real Christians than their

spiritual declensions, as they are viewed in themselves. Yet, it is, on
the whole, wisest and best, that they should, in this life, be subject to de-

clensions. If they are willing to submit to what is wisest and best, they

will be willing to be imperfect, as long as they remain in the body. If

they are unwilling to be in a state of moral imperfection, they oppose the

counsel and agency of God in respect to themselves. Then, from the

worst motive, they commit the very evil, which they are not willing God
should, for the best reasons, cause to exist. Their eye is evil, because he

is good. If, then, they would not commit the greatest and worst of evils,

they must be willing to be subjected to sinful declensions, as long as they

live ; and rejoice in the wise connsel and holy conduct of God, in the ex-

istence of their unwise and unholy affections and actions.

3. As God has good reasons for the imperfection of his people in this

life, a willingness to be imperfect does not imply the present exercise of

unholy affections. A willingness in God, that his people be imperfect,

does not imply the existence of evil affections in him ; but implies the ex-

ercise of holy affections and a supreme regard to what is wisest and best.

If to prevent the existence of what is evil in itself, God should sacrifice

the great and good effects of its existence, he would act contrary to wisdom

and goodness. Such an attempt to prevent the existence of moral evil

would be the commission of iniquity ; and it would imply the present ex-

ercise of unholy affections. Though Good chooses and causes the declen-

sions of his people, yet, in themselves, they are not pleasant, but painful

to him. His object and agency, in the moral imperfection of his people,

accord with perfect wisdom and goodness. It is in the exercise and ex-

pression of pure, perfect and infinite holiness, that God causes his people

to be imperfect in the present state. If they are understandingly and

heartily reconciled to the glory, purpose and conduct of God in their de-

clensions, they are in the exercise of holy affections. In the exercise of
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such affections, the people of God may be willing, for wise and good rea-

sons, to be in a state of moral imperfection, as long as they live. It is

certain and evident, that submission to the divine counsel and conduct, in

the imperfection of saints, implies the present exercise, not of unholy,

but of holy affections.

4. Since God has good reasons for the declensions of his people,

though they are so evil in themselves, his command to be perfectly holy

is consistent with his purpose, that they be imperfect in this life. God
requires his people to be perfect. In itself, he desires their perfection.

He may, in his commands, require of his people what is right in itself

and what is their duty, though, for the sake of what is wiser and better,

on the whole, he does not cause it to be done. It is the goodness of God,

which leads him to command his people to be perfect ; because their per-

fection is desirable in itself. And it is the goodness of God, which dis-

poses and obliges him to cause his people to be imperfect in this life ; be-

cause the wisest and best reasons, require their imperfection. The pur-

pose and command of God, respecting the moral character and condition

of his people in this life, are perfectly consistent ; and arise from the ex-

ercise and expression of the same divine and perfect goodness, in respect

to different objects. The command of God, that his people be perfect,

respects one object : and his design, that they be imperfect, respects an-

other object. Though their present perfection and their present imper-

fection be different ; and in themselves contrary objects
;
yet respecting

these objects, while one is required, because it is right and good in itself;

and the other is caused, because its existence, in its connections and con-

sequences, is infinitely wiser and better, is no difference, nor contradiction

in the views and feelings of God. The command of God, that his people

be perfect and his purpose, that they be .imperfect in this life, are as con-

sistent and harmonious, as his own pure, perfect and infinite goodness

;

which always disposes him to desire whatever is good in itself; and to

cause whatever, on the whole, is wisest and best.

5. Since God has the best reasons to cause the declensions of his peo-

ple, which are very sinful, they always act against him in their declen-

sions. In their declensions God regards his own glory and the highest

good of his people. But, in their declensions from God, they disregard

his glory and the glory, to which they are entitled in his heavenly king-

dom by the gospel, that they may obtain the momentary gratification of

present selfishness. They are wholly selfish in their declensions from
God, while his conduct, in their declensions, is perfectly benevolent.

—

When God causes his people to err from his ways ; and to harden their

hearts from his fear, he does what is wisest and best ; for he regards his

highest glory in their future and eternal holiness and happiness. But,
when they err from his ways ; and harden their hearts from his fear, they
do what is most foolish and evil ; for they disregard their future and eter-

nal interests, as well as his glory, by the indulgence of their selfish and
unholy affections. The people of God, in their declensions, desire and
pursue what ho condemns and abhors ; and condemn and abhor what he
desires and pursues. In their declensions they act directly against his

counsel and conduct, which are most wise and holy, while their conduct
is meet unwise and sinful. Therefore, he is to be loved and praised for

tag what they commit ; and they are to bo hated and blamed for coin-



mitting what he causes. While God acts for his people, from perfect wis-

dom and goodness, they act against him, from total folly and wickedness,

in their declensions.

6. Since the people of God are liable to spiritual declension, no per-

son has reason to conclude he is not a Christian, because he has de-

clined from him. For no one, but a real Christian, has ever truly

turned to God, walked in his ways and had his fear in his heart. Real
Christians, who have turned to God with supreme affection and de-

light and devoted themselves to his service, are very inconstant in

the exercise of holy affections. They are liable, through their crimi-

nal imperfection, to err 'from the ways of God ; and to harden their

hearts from his fear. Though they can have no present evidence of

piety without the present exercise of holy affections, they may know,
by a proper attention to their past conduct and their present state,

they ought to be deeply and rightly affected by their declensions, to

be truly penitent and humble and to return to God without reserve

and without delay. If a person has never turned to God with all his

heart, he is not a Christian. If one has so turned to God, though he
may at the present time, err from from his ways ; and harden his heart

from his fear
;

yet, he must be conscious, from his present conduct
and unhappy condition, that he deserves the heavy rebukes and faith-

ful chastisements of his heavenly father. But so far as a Christian sees

and feels the evil of his conduct and the plague of his heart in his de-

clensions, he has reason to say unto God, " Mine iniquities prevail

against me ; as for our transgressions, thou shalt purge them away."
He may also venture to say unto God, " My soul cleaveth unto the

dust : quicken thou me according to thy word.'' And again, "I have
gone astray, like a lost sheep ; seek thy servant ; for I do not forget

thy commandments." However a Christian may decline from God
and his conduct be exceedingly criminal and dangerous

;
yet in many

important respects, he differs essentially from impenitent transgressors.

Nor has he reason to conclude, that he is not a Christian, merely on
account of his declension. For spiritual declensions are common to

Christians in a greater, or less degree ; and are peculiar to real Christ-

ians.

7. Since real Christians may fall into spiritual declensions, unholy
professors are in the utmost clanger of fatal deception respecting them-

selves. They are strongly tempted to maintain their false hope, by a

comparison of their own conduct with the evil conduct of real Christ-

ians, in their declensions. Such a temptation is pleasant to their false

hearts ; and suited to blind their minds and destroy their souls. No-
thing is more common than it is for false converts to suppose and be-

lieve, that their state and conduct are good, because they are not worse
than the conduct and state of true converts in their declensions. Many
persons suppose, because they have not acted worse than Noah and Lot,

Jacob and David, Jonah and Peter, they may be saints, as well as

those eminent servants of God.
It is not the evil conduct, but the good conduct of saints, which af-

fords evidence of their piety. No human being, who has not been re-

newed by the almighty power and special grace of God and who has
not a new heart and a right spirit, ever performed one holy action, or
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exercised one holy affection. Though saints are not constantly and
perfectly holy ; and may fall into sins and worse sins, than are com-
monly committed by impenitent transgressors

;
yet every saint has re-

ceived from God affections that were perfectly holy. Though they,

who are truly pious, may some times err from the ways of God and
harden their hearts from his fear, they will be humbled and restored

to the exercise and practice of real holiness, which never existed, in

the least degree, in any persons, who were not real Christians. God
creates in his people affections, which are perfectly holy ; and though
they may, for a time, decline from his service and favor, he will quicken

and revive their souls and perfect their sanctification. It is not merely

a circumstantial or gradual difference, but an essential difference, that

exists between saints and sinners. Saints, in their peculiar character,

are perfectly holy ; but every sinner in his peculiar character, by which
he is distinguished from every saint, is totally depraved and wholly
sinful in his affections and actions. It is extremely absurd and dan-

gerous for any persons to suppose, that they have the graces and beau-

ties of the children of God, because they have nothing worse than their

offences. Yet unholy professors of religion and every other class of

self-righteous and self- deceived transgressors are very willing to con-

clude, from the imperfections of real Christians, that their own con-

dition is safe and happy. Such a conclusion is founded on error and
delusion and will destroy their souls, if they do not repent and turn

to God ; and become like his people in their holiness and not in their

wickedness.

8. As God has good reasons for his conduct in the declensions

of his people, their declensions afford no evidence, against the special

work of the Holy Spirit in real Christians. Many are ready to say,

If real Christians were always watchful, faithful and joyful in the

service and favor of God, they should believe in the reality of re-

ligious experience; and that the experience of religion is the effect of

divine power and grace. But, they say, nothing is consistent and uni-

form in the views and feelings, in the words and actions of those per-

sons, who profess to experience the special influence of the Divine

Spirit. They say, the persons, who seem, for a time, most awakened
and engaged in religious concerns, very commonly relapse into stupid-

ity and indifference ; and often become erroneous in their opinions

and immoral and vicious in their conduct.—In reply to this state-

ment, it must be admitted, that many persons, who appeared, for a time

to be deeply affected and impressed by religious subjects, afterwards

fall into stupidity and wickedness. Let it be granted, that such per-

sons afford no evideuce of piety, of the reality of religious experience

and of the special influence of the Holy Spirit, in the renovation and
sanctification of human beings. But, is it fair to conclude, there is no
wheat, because there are some tares ? Is it certain no money is genu-
ine, because some money is counterfeit ?—But, it may be said, no pro-

fessed subjects of religious experience are uniform and consistent ; and
therefore, we cannot believe, that any human beings are ever renewed
in (lie temper of their minds by the grace of God.—It is granted, that

neither Noah, nor Abraham, nor Moses, nor Elijah, nor Job, nor Hez-
ekiak, nor I'cter, nor Paul, nor any other servant of God was, at all
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times in this life, uniform and consistent in his views, feelings and ac-

tions. But can no goodness exist in any human being, because no
one is constantly and perfectly holy ? Or, is not the goodness, which
exists in human beings, the work of the Divine Spirit, because he
does not complete their sanctification at the commencement of holy

affections in their hearts ? According to the scriptures the people of

God, in this life, are imperfect and liable to declensions. And the

wisdom and goodness of God are very manifest, in this divine arrange-

ment. If the people of God were entirely uniform and consistent,

might we not have reason to suppose they had some inherent and
independent holiness in themselves ; or that they had a permanent
principle of holiness, for the foundation of holy affections, which were
not caused by the almighty and special influence of the Spirit ? The
declensions of Christians, in connection with their revivals and restor-

ations, exhibit abundant and decisive evidence of the special work of

God in the holiness and salvation of his people. It is the height of

folly and wickedness to suppose, from the imperfection and declension

of Christians, there is no reality in the Holy Spirit's influence in the

renewal and sanctification of sinners. Real Christians may greatly

decline from the doctrines, duties and blessings of the gospel. They
are very imperfect and inconstant in the exercise of holy affections ;

yet they have affections, which are perfectly holy, by which they dif-

fer, essentially, from their native character and from every person, who
is not renewed by the sovereign and special grace of God. Tho im-

perfections and declensions of true Christians afford no evidence, that

they never were quickened and renewed by the Holy Spirit. Will

you conclude a person never was in health, because he is notv visited

with sickness? Will you suppose, in the coldness and barrenness of

winter, that the pleasant appearances of summer were a delusion ? Nor
may you suppose, that the renovation and sanctification of sinners, by
the special influence of the Holy Spirit, is a delusion, because the sub-

jects of his special power and grace are not uniform and consistent in

their holy affections and actions ; or because real Christians are im-

perfect and subject to very sinful and unhappy declensions in the pre-

sent life.

9. From the reasons, for which God causes the declensions of his

people, it may be inferred, that they will receive the most important

benefits from the conduct of God in their declensions. God is exceed-

ingly unwilling, in view of the wickedness and wretchedness of his

children in their declensions, as they are in themselves, that they ever

should err from his ways and harden their hearts from his fear. But,

in his designs and conduct respecting his people, he regards their fu-

ture and eternal holiness and happiness, the highest perfection and

glory of his kingdom and his own eternal, infinite and ever increasing-

happiness and beauty, as they will be manifest by the redemption of"

his people. In view of these objects he turns and moves and forms

and fits his people, while they pass through the imperfections and

temptations, the vanities and afflictions of this life, for the services,

enjoyments and praises of heaven. That they may be prepared for

heaven, they must be humbled and confounded and ashamed, in view
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of their own wickedness, vileness and guilt. They must also see the in-

finite perfections of Jehovah in their redemption, according to his eter-

nal purpose, through the name and blood of the Lord Jesus Christ, by

the almighty power and special grace of the Divine Spirit. To accom-

plish these objects, God causes the declensions of his people. By the

purpose and work of God in their declensions, they are effectually

taught and shown their native, total and malignant depravity. They
are also taught their entire dependence on the special influence of the

Holy Spirit, for every holy and gracious affection. And they are

taught to know, to fear, to love, trust, serve, praise and enjoy God,

as he manifests himself, in all his greatness and goodness, by their re-

demption, according to his eternal purpose, by which he works all

things, after the counsel of his own will, for his own glory in the high-

est perfection of his kingdom.
It is for their profit, that they may be partakers of his holiness, that

God causes the declensions of his people. His counsel and conduct,

in their declensions, are perfectly suited to promote their knowledge,
holiness, usefulness, happiness, glory, beauty and strength. From
their declensions, through the wisdom, power and grace of God, though
in themselves they are not good, but evil ; not joyous, but grievous

;

not lovely, but hateful, they will derive perfect and eternal goodness,

happiness and loveliness.

YVhile they are ashamed and confounded for their own folly and wick-

edness, they ought to learn wisdom and holiness, from the purpose and
conduct of God in their declensions. It is his purpose and conduct, that

God intends his people shall know, when they are made to err from
his ways and to harden their hearts from his fear. Though they can

give no wise and good reason, for their conduct in their declensions, if

they are rightly affected by their siu and guilt, they will truly and
humbly inquire of God the reasons, for which he makes his people to

err from his ways and to harden their hearts from his fear. Then
they will discover his light in their darkness, his holiness in their sin-

fulness, his wisdom in their folly, his strength in their weakness, his

beauty in their vileness, hi? grace in their guilt and his glory in their

shame. And their song will be forever, " Unto Him, that loved us and
washed us from our sins in his own blood and hath made us kings and
priests unto God and his Father ; to Him be glory and, dominionfor ever

and ever. Amen."
Providence, Friday, 12th March, 1852.




